




Burundi’s population has been expanding 
far faster than its economy. And while the 
agriculture sector contributes around 40% 
of GDP and to over 95% of food supplies, 
high pressure on land is leading to soil 
fertility depletion, eroding the country’s 
capacity to ramp up food production for a 
growing population. 
The Flagship project: “Improving food 
security, nutrition, incomes, natural 
resource base and gender equity for better 
livelihoods of smallholder households in 
sub-Saharan Africa” between 2015 and 
2020, sought to boost bean production 
and yields as a staple crop. Already an 
important food crop in the country, beans 
provide 50% of daily protein and 20% of 
calories. Improved bean varieties with 
high levels of iron and zinc also alleviate 
micronutrient deficiencies particularly 
in children and women. Beans also help 
farmers threatened by climate change 
to stagger food supply through harsher 
seasons, with edible leaves and pods 
allowing growers to sell or store dry beans. 
While bean volumes rank only after sweet 
potato and bananas in the country, low-
yielding varieties were grown on around 
half of all land. Yields also declined during 
periods of political instability between 1993 
and 2005. However, in recent years, yields 
have recovered in part due to efforts of the 
Pan-Africa Bean Research Alliance and 
partners, releasing 23 climate resilient high-
yielding, nutrient rich and farmer preferred 
varieties between 2015 and 2019. 
• Farmers growing improved bean varieties consumed 
and sold more beans per season, bringing in income 
to spend on additional nutritious and diverse foods 
like eggs, vegetable or fruits. 
• 4.5 million people from families who adopted 
improved beans had more food available during 
lean seasons—when food consumption drastically 
reduces. 
• Nutrition trainings particularly influenced the diet of 
women of reproductive age, highlighting that beans 
can fill food gaps all year round. 
• For instance, farmers who planted both improved 
and local bean varieties ate 3.7% more frequently 
than they would if they only grew local varieties. 
Those who shifted fully from local to improved 
varieties had 11% more food available and were 
significantly less likely to go a whole day and night 
without eating. 
Growing           
 better beans
HAS AN IMPACT ON DIET 
AND FOOD SECURITY
• From this Flagship project, 13 high-yielding 
bush and climbing bean varieties were 
supplied to 198,164 bean-growing farmers 
at field demonstrations, field days and farm 
visits. More farmers accessed seed from 
local businesses. 
• The number of small and medium seed 
producing enterprises increased from 15 
producing 10 tons in 2014, to 65 producing 
1,100 tons of quality seed in 2019. This has 
made quality seed of improved varieties 
widely available across the country. The 
seed enterprises include 10 female headed 
associations/cooperatives and 7 female-
led seed entrepreneurs.
• Farmers grow diverse varieties (some are 
resilient to heavy rain; others taste better 
and are marketable), planting an average 
of 26 kilograms of seed that cover about 
0.37ha of land. Of those surveyed, 74% 
had planted improved varieties learnt for 
the first time between 2014 and 2019, 
highlighting how widely available quality 
seed of improved varieties have become. 
The majority of farmers said they were 
replacing traditional varieties, showing that 
benefits are appreciated.  
• Climate-resilient, high-yielding, varieties, 
together with complementary management 
practices, can boost bean production, 
leading to better food security, incomes, 
gender equality and a more diversified and 
nutritious diet.   
MAKING MORE HIGH- 
YIELDING, NUTRIENT 
RICH BEANS AVAILABLE
• Shifting one hectare of land from 
local to improved varieties can 
give households 275 kilograms 
extra of beans, at national level, 
this translates an additional 
97,210 tons of bean production.
• From the additional production 
above, capita bean production 
would increase from 35 to 43 
kilograms per year, reducing the 
country’s bean deficit by 81%. 
There is still more we need to do: 
breeding to prioritize traits which 
give beans better market value or 
climate-resilient traits for example, 
to cope with unpredictable 
weather like heavy or low 
rainfall, will help farmers grow 
more improved varieties without 
worrying about crop failure. 
What’s next? 
TAKING IMPROVED 
BEANS TO MORE 
PEOPLE
• Seed dissemination was accompanied by nutrition information to empower women, and information 
about better agronomic management practices, derived from over 20 years of PABRA experience in 
other countries with similar conditions. 
• Examples are the use of production inputs such organic manure, or the use of hermetically-sealed 
PICS bags for better storage. PICS bags are now available in Burundi at a subsidized cost of US$3 
instead of US$4.7 per bag. 
• Findings show that if farmers are trained in good agricultural practices, and receive timely weather 
advisories, they can close the efficiency gap, and increase bean yields by about 350 kilograms per 
hectare, without changing anything else on their farm. 
• This would result in an additional national production of 87,805 tons of beans a year a year. Women 
who constituted 70% of farmers accessing information, did not only use it to manage their bean fields, 
but also used it to boost their confidence, raise their voices in bean platform meetings, establish 
profitability of their farming and apply for loans.
Knowledge is power
• Our findings show that, over the 
period of the project support, 
farmers growing improved 
varieties received 61% higher 
income per kilogram of seed 
planted than those growing 
local varieties. Although total 
costs of improved varieties 
were 13% higher per kilogram 
than local cultivars, returns on 
investment were 15.8% higher. 
• Most of the varieties are highly 
demanded on the market, 
motivating adopters to sell 
the new varieties at relatively 
higher prices (25% higher) 
compared with local varieties.  
• The bean corridor approach 
that was introduced in the 
project has helped forge better 
linkages with private sector, 
especially for processing bean-
based flours. 
• For a wider consumption of 
bio-fortified bean varieties 
and bean based products, the 
number of bean processing 
SMEs increased from one 
(TOTAHARA) in 2014 to 7 in 
2020, 3 being female headed 
bean processing SMEs. In total, 
the SMEs process and sell 
about 30 metric tons of bean 
composite flour per month.
•  An assessment of bean 
businesses in the country 
shows that women dominated 
bean trade by 52% and with an 
average of 5.3 tons of beans. 
The difference in quantities 
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• Concentrating efforts in equal measures on scaling up agricultural technologies; 
distribution of quality seed of improved varieties and conducting campaigns on 
nutrition awareness will have nutrition-related outcomes. 
• Yield gaps are higher in some geographical provinces than others, so covering 
a wide geography with quality seed of improved varieties, coupled with optimal 
agronomical practices is critical to boost bean production and productivity. 
• Interventions including education in nutrition and gender equality can cut food 
insecurity two-fold, with more nutritious food available, while empowering women. 
• As production increases, links need to be forged with more profitable bean 
markets, incentivizing farmers and creating vibrant and diversified bean-based 
value chains. 
Implications
FOR POLICY-MAKERS
